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            Abstract
The cell cycle is a tightly regulated process that is controlled by the conserved cyclin-dependent kinase (CDK)–cyclin protein complex1. However, control of the G0-to-G1 transition is not completely understood. Here we demonstrate that p38 MAPK gamma (p38γ) acts as a CDK-like kinase and thus cooperates with CDKs, regulating entry into the cell cycle. p38γ shares high sequence homology, inhibition sensitivity and substrate specificity with CDK family members. In mouse hepatocytes, p38γ induces proliferation after partial hepatectomy by promoting the phosphorylation of retinoblastoma tumour suppressor protein at known CDK target residues. Lack of p38γ or treatment with the p38γ inhibitor pirfenidone protects against the chemically induced formation of liver tumours. Furthermore, biopsies of human hepatocellular carcinoma show high expression of p38γ, suggesting that p38γ could be a therapeutic target in the treatment of this disease.
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                    Fig. 1: p38γ phosphorylates Rb and promotes liver proliferation after PHx.[image: ]


Fig. 2: p38γ compensates for the loss of CDK1 or CDK2.[image: ]


Fig. 3: p38γ drives the development of HCC.[image: ]


Fig. 4: Pirfenidone inhibits p38γ activity and protects against DEN-induced HCC.[image: ]
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The datasets supporting the findings of this study are available within the paper and its Supplementary Information. Source Data (gels and graphs) for Figs. 1–4 and Extended Data Figs. 1–10 are provided with the online version of the paper. There is no restriction on data availability.
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Extended data figures and tables

Extended Data Fig. 1 Similarities between p38 MAPK proteins and CDKs.
a, Phylogenetic tree of murine CMGC group kinases. The CDK family is boxed in orange, and the p38 family in green. b, c, Plot of the distance (in Å) between RO3306 and the ATP-binding site along the 10 aMD simulations of CDK1 and p38γ (b), and p38α and CDK2 (c), together with representative RO3306-bound conformations. Spontaneous binding of RO3306 occurs in 5/10 simulations with p38γ, 2/10 with CDK1, 0/10 with p38α, and 1/10 with CDK2. d, Comparison of spontaneous RO3306-binding events observed in 500 ns of aMD simulation time for p38γ and p38δ. e, Representative binding pathway obtained from aMD simulations of RO3306 with p38γ (top) and CDK1 (bottom). f, p38γ phosphorylation sites detected in Rb by an in vitro kinase assay followed by mass spectrometry.


Extended Data Fig. 2 Mass spectrometric analysis of in vitro phosphorylation of Rb by active p38γ or by CDK2–Cyclin A, and the expression of CDK and cyclin mRNA in AlbCre-p38γ mice.
a, In an in vitro kinase assay, recombinant human Rb protein (2 μg) was incubated alone or in the presence of p38γ or CDK2–cyclin A kinases (1 μg) and 0.2 mM of cold ATP for 60 min. Interpreted MS/MS spectra demonstrating the phosphorylation of the indicated sites in Rb (in lower-case letters). The table shows the total spectral counts of the peptides where each phosphosite was identified. The data are representative of at least three independent experiments. No phosphopeptides were identified in the negative control without kinase. b, Quantitative PCR performed on liver extracts from AlbCre and AlbCre-p38γ mice. Expression was normalized to Gapdh. Data are shown as mean ± s.e.m. n = 15 mice for Cdk1, Cdk2, Cdk4 and Cdk6, and n = 6 mice for cyclins A1 (Ccna1), D1 (Ccnd1) and E1 (Ccne1). *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001. Comparisons were made by one-way ANOVA coupled to Bonferroni’s post-tests.

Source data



Extended Data Fig. 3 Expression of active p38γ in hepatocytes reverts liver proliferation in AlbCre-p38γ mice.
AlbCre control mice, AlbCre-p38γ mice and AlbCre-p38γ mice infected with AAV expressing active p38γ (AlbCre-p38γ AAVp38γ*) were subjected to 70% PHx or a sham procedure. a, Gained liver mass, liver weight and liver:body mass ratio were measured 15 days after PHx and expressed as mean ± s.e.m. Gained liver mass: AlbCre mice, n = 8; and AlbCre-p38γ mice, n = 5; Liver:body weight: AlbCre mice, n = 9; AlbCre-p38γ mice, n = 5; Liver weight: AlbCre mice, n = 9; AlbCre-p38γ mice, n = 5. Comparisons were performed using a two-sided Student’s t-test; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01. b, BrdU incorporation quantified by cytometry. Data are mean ± s.e.m. n = 3. Comparisons were performed using a one-way ANOVA coupled to Bonferroni’s post-tests; ***P < 0.001; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01. c, pRb Ser795 immunostaining in livers 48 h after PHx. Left, representative images. Scale bar, 100 μm. Right, quantification. Data are mean ± s.e.m. n = 5 mice. Comparisons were made by one-way ANOVA coupled to Bonferroni’s post-tests; ***P < 0.001. d, Immunoblot analysis of liver extracts with antibodies against phospho-Rb S807/S811, Rb, p38γ and vinculin (as a loading control). Each lane corresponds to a different mouse. The data are representative of at least three independent experiments. e, Liver:tibia length ratio, expressed as mean ± s.e.m. n = 6 mice. Comparisons were made by one-way ANOVA coupled to Bonferroni’s post-tests; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01. f, Hepatocyte proliferation analysed by Ki67 immunostaining 48 h after PHx. Left, representative images. Scale bar, 100 μm. Right, quantification of Ki67-positive cells, shown as mean ± s.e.m. Comparisons were performed using a one-way ANOVA coupled to a Kruskal–Wallis post-test. g, Wild-type mice infected with AAV expressing active p38γ (AAVp38γ*) or active p38α (AAVp38α*) were subjected to 70% PHx. Rb phosphorylation at the specified residues was assessed by western blot 48 h after PHx. Anti haemagglutinin (HA)-tag antibody was used as control of liver infection by AAVp38γ* and AAVp38α*; each lane corresponds to a different mouse. The data are representative of at least three independent experiments. h, Left, hepatocyte proliferation 48 h after PHx was studied by Ki67 immunostaining (top) or BrdU incorporation (bottom) in immunohistological liver sections. Scale bar, 100 μm. Right, quantification of Ki67- and BrdU-positive cells, shown as mean ± s.e.m. n = 5 counted areas from AlbCre mice: 0 h, n = 4; 48 h, n = 4; AlbCre-p38γ mice: 0 h, n = 3; 48 h, n = 3; AlbCre-p38γ AAVp38γ* mice: 0 h, n = 3; 48 h, n = 3; n = 5–25 counted areas from wild-type AAVp38γ* mice: n = 4; and wild-type AAVp38α* mice: n = 2. Comparisons were performed using a two-sided Student’s t-test; ***P < 0.001; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01.
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Extended Data Fig. 4 p38δ partially compensates for the lack of p38γ.
a, Kaplan–Meier analysis of survival in PHx-treated AlbCre and AlbCre-p38γ mice. n = 20 mice per genotype. Mantel–Cox log-rank tests were used. b, Rb phosphorylation in the liver was studied in AlbCre and AlbCre-p38γ mice by western blotting with the indicated antibody 48 h, 60 h and 72 h after PHx; each lane corresponds to a different mouse. The data are representative of at least three independent experiments. c, p38δ expression was studied by qPCR at different time points after PHx and its change in expression was represented. AlbCre mice: n = 7 and AlbCre-p38γ mice: n = 6. Comparisons were performed using a two-sided Student’s t-test. d–h, AlbCre control mice and AlbCre-p38γδ mice were subjected to 70% PHx or a sham procedure and were analysed after 48 h, 60 h or 72 h. d, Kaplan–Meier analysis of survival. A Mantel–Cox log-rank test was used. e, Immunoblot analysis of liver extracts from AlbCre-p38γδ mice with antibodies against phospho-Rb S807/S811, Rb, p38γ and vinculin (loading control); each lane corresponds to a different mouse. The data are representative of at least three independent experiments. f, g, Hepatocyte proliferation was analysed by BrdU incorporation (f; two-sided Student’s t-test; **P < 0.05) and Ki67 immunostaining (g; two-sided Student’s t-test with Welch’s correction; *P < 0.01) 48 h after PHx in AlbCre-p38γ (n = 3) and AlbCre-p38γδ (n = 3) mice. h, Hepatocyte proliferation was analysed by BrdU incorporation 60 h and 72 h after PHx in AlbCre mice (60 h, n = 9; 72 h, n = 7), AlbCre-p38γ mice (60 h and 72 h, n = 6) and AlbCre-p38γδ mice (60 h and 72 h, n = 3). Comparisons were performed using a one-way ANOVA coupled to Bonferroni’s post-tests; ***P < 0.001. Left, representative images. Scale bar, 50 μm. Right, quantification of Ki67- and BrdU-positive cells. Data are mean ± s.e.m. n = 5 counted areas from the specified number of mice.
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Extended Data Fig. 5 Reduced epithelial proliferation and Rb phosphorylation in the absence of p38γ after treatment with dextran sodium sulfate.
Wild-type and p38γ knockout mice were treated for 6 days with dextran sodium sulfate (DSS) administered in drinking water. a, Representative images showing the shortening of the colon after DSS treatment. b, Immunohistochemical staining (left) and BrdU quantification (right) in colon tissue sections of DSS-treated wild-type and p38γ knockout mice. c, Immunohistochemical staining (left) and phospho-Rb S795 quantification (right). Quantification is shown as mean ± s.e.m. n = 5–10 fields from wild-type control (H2O) mice: n = 5; wild-type DSS-treated mice: n = 7; p38γ KO control mice: n = 5; p38γ KO DSS-treated mice: n = 9. In b, c, comparisons were made using a one-way ANOVA coupled with Bonferroni’s multiple comparison test; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001. Scale bar, 100 μm. d, Immunoblot analysis of Rb phosphorylation in the intestine, detected with the indicated antibody; each lane corresponds to a different mouse. The data are representative of at least three independent experiments.
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Extended Data Fig. 6 p38γ and CDKs cooperate in the induction of Rb phosphorylation and liver proliferation.
a, In vitro kinase assay, in which phosphorylation sites identified by mass spectrometry are underlined. b, Immunoblot analysis of CDK2 in p38γ immunoprecipitates from the liver of AlbCre-p38γ mice with or without infection with AAV expressing active p38γ (AAVp38γ*). c, Immunoblot analysis of Rb expression in the liver in wild-type and CDK1/2 KO mice (AAV2/8-Cre-infected) in steady state. d, BrdU immunostaining analysis after PHx. Quantification is shown as mean ± s.e.m. n = 5 fields: 0 h, n = 4; 2 h, n = 5; 8 h, n = 5; 12 h, n = 5; 24 h, n = 5; 36 h, n = 7; 48 h, n = 14; 60 h, n = 6; 72 h, n = 4 mice. Comparison was performed using a one-way ANOVA coupled with Bonferroni’s multiple comparison test. e, Immunoblot analysis in livers from AlbCre and AlbCre-p38γ mice. f, Immunoprecipitation–immunoblot analysis of the interaction of CDK2 with wild-type and nonphosphorylatable Rb in HEK-293T cells transfected with human HA-Rb wild-type or HA-Rb ΔCDK (nonphosphorylatable by CDKs). g–m, Wild-type mice were injected with lentivirus containing shScramble control or short hairpin RNA (shRNA) targeting CDK1/2 (shCDK1/2) or CDK4/6 (shCDK4/6) with or without AAV expressing active p38γ (AAVp38γ*). Mice were subjected to PHx or to a sham procedure. g, k, l, Immunoblot analysis. Hepatocyte proliferation was analysed by Ki67 immunostaining 48 h after PHx. Scale bars, 50 μm. h, i, m, Hepatocyte proliferation was analysed 48 h after PHx. h, Ki67 immunostaining. Scale bar, 100 μm. i, Ki67-positive cell quantification is shown as mean ± s.e.m. n = 5–10 counted areas from wild-type mice: 0 h, n = 2; 48 h, n = 3; shCDK1/2 mice: 0 h, n = 3; 48 h, n = 4; shCDK1/2 mice: 0 h, n = 4; 48 h, n = 4; AAVp38γ* mice: 0 h, n = 4; 48 h, n = 5. One-way ANOVA coupled with Bonferroni’s multiple comparison test; ***P < 0.001. m, n = 5 counted areas from n = 5 mice). Scale bar, 100 μm. Comparisons were made by two-sided Student’s t-test; ***P < 0.001. In the western blots, each lane corresponds to a different mouse and is representative of at least three independent experiments.
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Extended Data Fig. 7 p38γ expression is increased in human HCC.
a, Percentage of patients with HCC with mutations in p38γ, CDK1 and CDK2 and the number of HCC mutations in p38γ, CDK1 and CDK2. Data were obtained from the International Cancer Genome Consortium (data from 17 July 2017). b, Expression of p38γ in human primary hepatocytes and in human HCC cell lines (Huh7, HepG2, Snu449 and Snu398) and another type of cancer cells (HTB77). c, Immunoblot analysis of phospho-p38γ and total p38γ in liver extracts from mice lacking IKKγ in the liver (LIKKγKO) and control littermates (WT; left) and from c-Myc transgenic mice (cMYCtg) and wild-type counterparts (right). p38γ phosphorylation was detected only in mice lacking IKKγ specifically in the liver or overexpressing c-Myc. Vinculin served as a loading control. In the western blots each lane corresponds to a different mouse and is representative of at least three independent experiments. d, Immunohistochemical staining of p38γ in human liver with HCC. Negative control, p38γ knockout mice; positive control, p38γ knockout mice infected with human AAVp38γ. The chart shows stratification of p38γ expression in human liver samples as no expression, low, medium, and high expression (n = 46 patients with HCC and n = 11 healthy patients).
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Extended Data Fig. 8 p38γ expression is necessary for Snu398 and HepG2 proliferation.
a, Immunoblot analysis of Snu398 cells treated with lentiviral particles containing two p38γ-targeting shRNAs (B5 or G1) or shScramble. Representative western blot of at least three independent experiments. b, Growth of Snu398 cells infected with shp38γ or shScramble. Cells were plated and cultured for 2 days in medium supplemented with different serum concentrations. Relative cell numbers were measured by crystal violet staining. Data are mean ± s.e.m. (n = 12). Comparisons were made by two-way ANOVA; ***P < 0.001. c, Colony-formation assay of Snu398 cells infected with shp38γ or shScramble. Representative images are shown. d, Cells were grown in DMEM with 10% serum. The number of colonies with >10 cells was counted after 15 days. Data are mean ± s.e.m. (n = 3) and are representative of results from three independent experiments. Comparisons were made by two-sided Student’s t-test; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001. e, Immunoblot analysis in HepG2 cells treated with lentiviral particles containing an shRNA against p38γ or Scramble control. Representative western blot of at least three independent experiments. f, Growth of HepG2 cells infected with shp38γ or shScramble. Cells were plated and cultured for 2 days in medium supplemented with different serum concentrations. Relative cell numbers were measured by crystal violet staining. Data are mean ± s.e.m. (n = 3) and are representative of results from three independent experiments. Comparisons were made by two-way ANOVA; ***P < 0.001. g, Left, colony-formation assay of HepG2 cells infected with shp38γ or shScramble. Representative images are shown. Cells were grown in DMEM with 10% serum. Right, the number of colonies with >10 cells was counted after 15 days. Data are mean ± s.e.m. (n = 3). Comparisons were made by two-sided Student’s t-test; ***P < 0.001. h, Soft agar assay of HepG2 cells infected with shp38γ or shScramble. Cells were grown in DMEM with 10% serum. The number of colonies with >10 cells was counted after 20 days. Data are mean ± s.e.m. (n = 12). Comparisons were made by Mann–Whitney U-test; ***P < 0.001.
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Extended Data Fig. 9 AlbCre-p38γ mice are protected against carbon tetrachloride-induced liver damage and HCC induced by type 1 diabetes.
a, Immunoprecipitation–immunoblot analysis of phosphorylated and total p38γ in liver extracts from AlbCre control mice, showing p38γ activation upon acute treatment with DEN (100 mg kg−1 for 2 h). Liver lysates (2 mg) were immunoprecipitated with anti-p38γ antibody followed by immunoblotting as indicated. b, Immunoblot analysis of Rb S807/S811 phosphorylation and proliferating cell nuclear antigen content in livers of AlbCre mice and AlbCre-p38γ mice 1 month after injection of DEN. Vinculin is shown as a loading control. c, Representative images of Ki67 immunohistochemistry in livers of AlbCre and AlbCre-p38γ mice 8 months after injection of DEN. Scale bar, 500 μm. Data are mean ± s.e.m. n = 10 fields in n = 7 mice. Two-sided Student’s t-test; ***P < 0.001. d, e, AlbCre and AlbCre-p38γ mice were injected with 2 ml kg−1 of carbon tetrachloride (v/v) in 20% corn oil, three times per week for 14 weeks. All mice were fed a high-fat diet. d, Representative images of liver tumours (left) and quantification of tumour size (right). Comparisons were made by a two-tailed Student’s t-test with Welch’s correction; ***P < 0.001. e, Immunohistochemical staining and Ki67 quantification of liver tissue sections. Comparisons were performed with a two-sided Student’s t-test; ***P < 0.001. Scale bar, 100 μm. Quantification is shown as mean ± s.e.m. n = 5 fields from n = 9 mice. f, g, Streptozotocin was subcutaneously injected (60 mg g−1) into AlbCre and AlbCre-p38γ mice at P1.5. All mice were fed a high-fat diet and histopathologically assessed at 27 weeks of age. f, Immunohistochemical staining for phosphor-Rb S795 of liver tissue sections. AlbCre mice: n = 5; AlbCre-p38γ mice: n = 5. Comparisons were performed using a two-tailed Student’s t-test with Welch’s correction; ***P < 0.001. Scale bar, 100 μm. g, Ki67 staining on liver tissue sections. AlbCre mice, n = 4; AlbCre-p38γ mice, n = 5. Quantification is shown as mean ± s.e.m. n = 2–6. Scale bar, 100 μm. Comparisons were performed using a two-sided Student’s t-test;**P < 0.01.
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Extended Data Fig. 10 p38γ deletion or inhibition protects against DEN-induced HCC.
a, Top, representative conformations of p38γ and the ATP-binding site of p38γ, both with the inhibitor pirfenidone bound (in purple), extracted from the molecular dynamics simulations. Middle, the activation loop of p38γ is shown in teal and other relevant ATP-binding site residues are shown in light blue. Bottom, plot of distance (in Å) between the oxygen of the pirfenidone carbonyl group and the amide backbone of p38γ Met112 during the molecular dynamics simulations for the five replicas (shown in different colours). Short distances indicate binding of pirfenidone in the ATP-binding site. Spontaneous binding of pirfenidone to p38γ was observed in one out of five simulations. b, Western blot of phosphorylated Rb. 10 μM BIRB796 or pirfenidone were added 30 min before the kinase assay. Representative western blot of at least three independent experiments. c, Wild-type mice were untreated (control) or treated with pirfenidone for 10 weeks and blood concentrations of the following selected parameters were assayed: alanine aminotransferase (ALT), as a readout of hepatic injury (comparisons were made by two-sided Student’s t-test); aspartate aminotransferase (AST), as a readout of hepatic and cardiac injury (comparisons were made by two-sided Student’s t-test); total bilirubin, as a readout of hepatic injury (comparisons were made by Mann–Whitney U-test); alkaline phosphatase, as a readout of hepatic and cardiac injury (comparisons were made by Mann–Whitney U-test); creatine kinase (CK) and creatinine, as a readout of cardiac and renal injury (comparisons were made by Mann–Whitney U-test). All data are mean ± s.d. (n = 10 mice). d, Immunoblot analysis of p38γ in liver and tumour samples after AAV-Cre infection. Representative western blot of at least three independent experiments. e, Number of tumours and tumour size as analysed at the end of the experiment. Data are mean ± s.e.m. n = 10 untreated and n = 20 cre-treated mice. Comparisons were made by two-sided Student’s t-test with Welch’s correction; *P < 0.05; ***P < 0.001. f, Representative contrast-enhanced MRI results from mice 7 months after DEN injection with or without CRE-mediated p38γ deletion. The figure shows axial slices extracted from the 3D volume dataset. Arrowheads mark typical liver tumours. g, AAV-Cre-mediated deletion of p38γ protects against streptozotocin-induced HCC. Left, increased liver damage was found after streptozotocin treatment. Comparisons were made by Student’s t-test; ***P < 0.001. Right, tumour size as analysed at the end of the experiment. Comparisons were made by one-way ANOVA coupled to Bonferroni’s post-test; *P < 0.05. Data are mean ± s.e.m. n = 10 untreated and n = 20 AAV-Cre-treated mice. In the western blots, each lane corresponds to a different mouse.
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